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laugh when he was clear of the living-room.
Nevertheless, there was enough life left yet in the
old screech-owl for him to cast a damper even
over this dismal Christmas.

If Penjami had gone out as mysteriously in
similar circumstances three years earlier, there
would have been good cause for Aapeli to go
after him to see that the mistress came to no
harm in the bath-house. But now, Aapeli had
left and those in the living-room knew that
Maija could not be in any serious danger. Life
in all its forms is at a low ebb at Nikkila.

One faint attempt at a revival of former days
did occur before the meal. Penjami had started
to take a steam-bath and had half undressed
himself, but then wearied of the whole business.
The mistress left him there and returned to the
house, and she had had time to lay the table and
bring out from one of her own hiding-places the
single tallow dip she had been saving, when
Penjami, in shirt-sleeves and barefooted,
stumbled into the house and staggered to his
cupboard. After three great gulps from the
flagon he sank down into a sitting position on his
bed, in his brain a dull content that he had the
spirits, anyway, even though this was to be his
last Christmas in this bitter life and even if he was
deeper in debt than he could exactly say. His
spent forces revived to half-cock. He caught
sight of the boy, whom he could never resist